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"THAT  GREAT  CLOUD  OF  WITNESSES" 

"With  all  these  witnesses  to  faith  around  us  like 
a  cloud,,  we  must  throw  off  every  encumbrance, 
every  sin  to  which  we  cling,  and  run  with  reso- 
lution the  race  for  which  we  are  entered,  our 
eyes  fixed  on  Jesus .  "       (Hebrews  12:1  N.E.B.) 


Today  is  Ail  Saints  Day„     Let  low  churchmen  a- 
mong  us  who  view  the  Christian  year  with  indifference  or 
suspicion  at  least  entertain  the  possibility  that  our  fathers 
who  put  that  calendar  together  did  it  for  our  good0 

Ail  Saints  Day  invites  us  to  think  of  the  dead  in 
Christ  and  of  our  relationship  to  them„    It  calls  from  the 
deep  places  of  the  heart  thoughts  about  graves  and  ceme- 
taries,  ashes  and  urns,  final  illnesses  and  death-bed 
promises,  Good  Friday  and  Easter  Sunday 0    And  this  in 
the  fail  of  the  year  when  the  frost  is  on  the  pumpkin,  not 
in  the  spring  when  a  wavering  faith  might  lean  for  support 
on  analogies  from  nature. 

To  help  us  feel  our  way  into  the  meaning  of  All 
Saints  Day  I  propose  that  we  enlist  that  mighty  utterance 
with  which  the  12th  chapter  of  the  letter  to  the  Hebrews 
opens „    One  of  the  most  unfortunate  chapter  divisions  in 
the  English  Bible  occurs  right  here.    The  11th  chapter  of 
Hebrews  recounts  the  deeds  of  such  exemplars  of  faith  as 
Noah,  Abraham,  Sarah,  Isaac,  Moses,  Gideon,  Samson3 
Jepthah,  Samuel  and  a  host  of  others.    Our  text  properly 
concludes  and  climaxes  that  chapterD    It  really  should  be 
known  as  Hebrews  11:41  instead  of  Hebrews  12:1,    And 
here  it  is:    "With  all  these  witnesses  to  faith  around  us 
like  a  cloud,  we  must  throw  off  every  encumbrance,  every 
sin  to  which  we  cling,  and  run  with  resolution  the  race  for 
which  we  are  entered,  our  eyes  fixed  on  Jesus„" 

The  purpose  of  the  writer,  whoever  he  might  have 
been,  was  to  encourage  Christians  who  were  becoming 


disheartened.    This  is  a  iate  letter  as  New  Testament  letters 
gOo    The  first  flush  of  novelty  had  long  since  faded  and  Chris- 
tian living  was  now  a  day  in,  day  out,  odds-against  struggle 
with  a  culture  that  either  disdained  the  faith  or  rose  up  to 
persecute  it.    It  is  likely  that  some  in  that  early  fellowship 
had  already  sealed  their  faith  with  their  blood. 

But  how  to  encourage  such?    It  is  significant  that  the 
author  did  not  attempt  to  minimize  the  problems  that  people 
face  when  bearing  witness  to  their  faith  in  a  hostile  environ- 
ment,,   What  he  did  attempt  was  to  provide  these  dispirited 
Christians  with  a  sense  of  continuity  with  ages  past  and  ages 
still  to  come. 

A  company  of  witnesses  surrounds  you  like  a  cloud! 
The  enterprise  that  claims  you  did  not  begin  with  you  nor 
will  it  end  with  you.    The  metaphor  is  powerful,  suggesting 
a  huge  amphitheater  with  those  on  earth  being  present  on  the 
track  and  the  stands  filling  up  with  those  who  have  already 
won  the  victory . 

So  you  think  you  have  it  tough  ?     Consider  those  who 
once  were  where  and  as  you  are  -  and  overcame.    We  have 
enough  models  of  failure  in  our  society.    A  few  models  of 
victory  would  help.    Look  to  the  witnesses  !    It  can  be  done. 

You  say  things  are  changing  too  fast  for  your  good  r 
Abraham,  tell  them  what  it  was  like  going  out  from  Ur 
on  a  journey  to  an  unknown  land.    You  say  you're  having 
trouble  trying  to  get  free?    Moses,  tell  them  how  you  stayed 
with  it  long  enough  to  spring  your  people  out  of  Egypt.    You 
say  you  you  feel  funny  believing  in  God  when  so  many  of 
your  friends  do  not?    Noah,  tell  them  what  it  was  like  build- 
ing a  boat  on  dry  land  while  even  the  carpenters  laughed  at 
you. 

You  say  you  wonder  whether  faith  has  a  future  ? 
Joseph,  tell  them  how  you  saw  in  your  dying  hours  in  Egypt 
that  your  bones  would  some  day  rest  in  the  land  that  God  had 
promised.    You  say  you  feel  unequal  to  the  day  and  over- 
matched?   Samson,  tell  them  how  strong  a  man  can  be  when 
he  lets  God's  power  in.    You  say  you  feel  guilty,  compro- 
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mised  and  unworthy?    Rahab,  teli  them  how  even  a  faiien 
woman  can  be  justified  by  faith.    You  say  you  find  it  hard  to 
see  God  when  familiar  forms  are  abruptly  set  aside?  Samuel 
tell  them  how  the  faith  survived  when  theocracy  gave  way  to 
monarchy  and  Saul  was  made  a  king. 

Why  is  it  that  every  generation  is  so  damnably  arro- 
gant and  so  slow  to  learn  the  uses  of  the  past?    So  prone  to 
practice  a  parochialism  of  time?    So  enamored  of  its  novel- 
ties ?    So  sure  that  it  stands  at  history's  Waterloo?    Does 
this  explain  the  melancholy  that  has  robbed  us  of  our  song? 

Look  round  about  you  to  that  cloud  of  witnesses.    It 
never  has  been  exactly  a  cakewalk  to  hold  that  faith  is  strong- 
er than  sight;  that  truth  is  stronger  than  falsehood;  that  love 
is  stronger  than  hate;  that  life  is  stronger  than  death;  that 
Easter  is  mightier  than  Good  Friday,    But  it  can  be  done. 
We  are  not  an  isolated  chapter  in  a  miscellaneous  collection 
of  short  stories.    Rather  our  life  is  a  chapter  in  a  story  that 
is  unified  by  a  single  plot,  a  story  that  is  moving  toward  an 
end  that  is  good.    Therefore,  let  us  be  teachable  before  the 
witnesses.    We  are  only  later  than  our  fathers,  not  wiser. 
As  Leroy  Smith  has  put  it, 

"I  have  examined 
The  code  of  our  ancestors 
And  found  it  fQQiish; 

But  I  will  not  burn 
Their  palaces,  nor  erase 
Their  names  and  labours; 

For  they,  our  fathers, 

Faced  the  rogue  bulls  of  chaos 

And  dreamt  of  order: 

All  our  rebellion 

Stems  from  their  dreaming 

courage 
And  owes  it  honour. "  1 


"With  ail  these  witnesses  to  faith  around  us  like  a 
cloucL  "    The  main  intent  of  the  writer  was  to  encourage  the 
disheartenedo    But  indirectly  he  sheds  some  light  on  the 
faithful  dead.    Not  enough,  granted,  to  satisfy  our  curiosity. 
The  Scriptures  are  consistently  reticent  on  the  subject.  Here 
and  there  in  the  Bible  the  faithful  dead  are  referred  to  in 
such  terms  as  "the  saints  in  light9"  "the  multitude  that  no 
man  could  number,"  "those  who  have  come  out  of  great  tri- 
bulation," "them  that  are  asleep,"    To  understand  these  in- 
timations we  need  the  delicacy  of  a  poet  rather  than  the 
metallic  efficiency  of  an  IBM  machine. 

At  the  very  least,  from  the  Book  of  Hebrews  we 
know  that  the  faithful  dead  have  a  stake  in  how  we  fare. 
Notice  these  words  inthe  39th  verse  of  the  11th  chapter: 
"All  these,"  those  whose  names  were  clicked  off,    "though 
well  attested  by  their  faith,  did  not  receive  what  was  prom- 
ised, since  God  had  foreseen  something  better  for  us,  that 
apart  from  us  they  should  not  be  made  perfect," 

This  does  not  mean  that  the  Old  Testament  dead 
were  waiting  for  the  appearance  of  Christ  so  that  their  faith 
could  be  complete.    For  the  verse  does  not  say  that  apart 
from  Christ  they  should  not  be  made  perfect,  but  apart  from 
us.    This  can  only  mean  that  what  we  are  about  here  on 
earth  is  on  the  same  continuum  with  Abraham  and  Moses 
and  ail  the  other  sainted  dead. 

To  use  the  language  of  the  university  --  all  those 
giants  of  the  faith  lived  with  an  "Incomplete,"    They  ran  the 
course  but  without  a  sense  of  final  victory.    What  they  were 
about  was  to  be  continued.    There  was  more  to  come.    None 
of  us  shall  be  completely  satisfied  until  that  day  when  the 
knowledge  of  God  covers  the  earth  as  the  waters  cover  the 
sea;  until  the  time,  known  only  to  Gods  when  He  shall  be  ail 
and  in  all0    Conversion  in  the  Bible  is  never  understood  as 
a  mere  individual  spiritual  experience.    Rather,  it  relates 
to  the  total  meaning  of  history  revealed  in  Christ, 

Surely  the  dead  in  Christ  are  more  than  spectators. 
We  dare  not  take  this  one  model  and  assume  that  all  they  do 
is  view  us  in  our  several  efforts  for  the  cause*    It  would  be 
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hard  to  reconcile  their  bliss  with  an  acute  awareness  of  our 
failings  and  infidelities. 

To  picture  them  in  a  place  that  is  all  together  benign 
ard  conceive  of  them  as  passively  watching  us  is  not  what  the 
New  Testament  suggests  =    An  interesting  question  and  an- 
swer session  was  held  in  a  monastery  visited  by  Thomas  Ac 
Kempis.    The  question  posed  was8  "Which  promise  about 
the  life  to  come  means  most  to  you?"    One  monk  answered, 
"God  shall  wipe  away  ail  tears  from  their  eyes0"    Another 
said,  "There  shall  be  no  more  death,  neither  sorrow  nor 
crying,  neither  shall  there  be  any  more  pain0"    A  third  said, 
"To  him  that  overcometh  will  I  grant  to  sit  down  with  me  on 
my  throne0"    The  inquisitor  turned  to  Thomas ,  "And  the 
promise  that  you  like  best?"    Thomas  replied,  "His  serv- 
ants shall  serve  him„"    The  Divine  who  moderated  the  West- 
minster  Assembly*  a  minister  by  the  name  of  Twisseshad 
it  right  when  on  his  death-bed  he  said*  "Now,  at  length,  I 
shall  have  leisure  to  follow  my  studies  to  all  eternity*,"  2 

It  is  important ,  in  closing,  to  note  that  however 
much  auxiliary  help  we  may  receive  from  our  departed  dead 
our  primary  help  is  from  Jesus ,  the  author  and  finisher  of 
our  faitho    The  degree  to  which  the  dead  in  Christ  partici- 
pate in  our  lives ,  the  frequency  and  depth  of  their  communi- 
cation- with  us,  the  living  here  on  earth*  is  a  subject  that 
is  being  explored  and  one  before  which  we  must  keep  an 
open  and  welcoming  mind0 

But  there  can  be  no  questioning  the  fact  that  the  main 
source  of  strength  for  the  witnesses  and  for  us  is  Jesus „  As 
the  text  puts  it:    "„ .  ,we  must  throw  off  every  incumbrance , 
every  sin  to  which  we  cling,  and  run  with  resolution  the  race 
for  which  we  are  entered,  our  eyes  fixed  on  Jesus  - "  (Heb* 
13:1b)    For  it  is  He  who  connects  us  with  God  and  reunites 
us  with  the  ground  and  source  of  our  true  beingo 

Henry  Sloane  Coffin  was  both  wise  and  sympathetic 
when  to  a  young  man  whose  fiancee  had  died  he  wrote:    "I 
have  just  learned  of  the  very  great  sorrow  that  has  come  to 


you.    It  oould  not  be  a  sorer  loss.    You  have  my  heart  with 
you  in  tender  sympathyo    There  is  noting  to  say  but  that  God 
remains,  and  He  is  home  for  those  who  go  and  for  us  who 
stay,  and  in  Him  we  still  meet  and  are  one.    Your  life  as  it 
moves  along  in  His  purposes  will  never  be  remote  from  hers,'! 

3 

"They  talk  about  the  solid  earth, 

But  ail  has  changed  before  mine  eyes; 
There's  nothing  left  I  used  to  know, 
Except  God's  everchanging  skies, 

I've  kept  old  ways  and  loved  old  friends, 
Yet  one  by  one  they've  slipped  away  I 

Stand  where  we  will,  cling  as  we  like, 
There's  none  but  God  can  be  our  stay. 

It  is  only  by  our  hold  on  Him , 

We  keep  our  hold  on  those  who  pass 

Out  of  sight  across  the  seas, 

Or  underneath  the  churchyard  grass,"    4 

"With  all  these  witnesses  to  faith  around  us  like  a 
cloud,  let  us  throw  off  every  encumbrance,  every  sin  to 
which  we  cling,   and  run  with  resolution  the  race  for  which 
we  are  entered,  our  eyes  fixed  on  Jesus," 
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